mao zedong’s “on ContradiCtion,” part i
The previous column in the series on the history of dialectics gave a brief summary of Mao’s
essay “On Practice.” This week’s column is the
first of several analyzing Mao’s essay “On Contradiction.”
It is hard to exaggerate the influence that this
one essay by Mao has had. It is likely that more
people alive now have read it than any other text
on dialectics. Compared to other works explaining the “new philosophy” that was developed in
the 1930s in the Soviet Union, it is quite clear,
and much of what it says is correct. It also lays
out the Chinese Communist Party’s version of the
tremendously destructive political line adopted
by the international communist movement in
1935, the “united front against fascism.” Since
this wrong political line leads to wrong philosophy, it is important to separate what is correct in
the essay from what is false and reactionary.
Two World Outlooks
The essay begins by explaining the difference
between metaphysics and dialectics, two ways of
looking at the universe and how it changes. The
metaphysical way of thinking sees the world as
made up of isolated, unchanging things. It sees
things as static and stable, not changing at all or
at most changing by the increase or decrease in
the quantity of something. Metaphysical thinking
claims to find capitalist exploitation and competition in all past human societies, even before social classes arose. It sees the changes that do
happen as the result of external forces like geog-
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Response to “I hate Capitalism, but I
have doubts about Communism”
We read your letter (RF v. 6 #17) and the
concerns that you expressed about communism. We know that capitalism means hunger,
poverty, exploitation and oppression for the
working class.
The area in which you work—marketing and
sales—deals precisely with placement and
selling of goods or services, the majority of
which are not necessary for society. We discussed the issue with a friend and concluded that
under capitalism the bosses impose patterns of
consumption and behavior on society through
their advertising media, television, and internet.
Then they control the production of goods; that
is, they produce A or B according to the tastes
and preferences that they have imposed.
This scheme is known as the free market,
neoliberalism, and globalization; here a consumer society is created. But the production of
consumer goods is controlled by the ruling
class that owns the means of production, The
same class uses misleading advertising to sell,
and monopolizes what in appearance is consumer preference. For example, advertising induces the consumption of Coca-Cola, a certain
brand of beer, or a certain brand of tennis
shoes.
Under capitalism, the use value of the product doesn’t matter, what matters is its exchange value. Therefore, the working class is
exploited to get maximum profit that goes into
the pockets of the ruling class.
In communism, on the other hand, full importance will be given to use value. In this sense
we think that commercial advertising should be
abolished, advertising as it is now. During the
building of communism, publicity should fulfill a
role, but not of a commercial type. Instead,
there should be massive publicity campaigns
against racism, against exploitation, embracing
communism, and that’s where we think that you

raphy and climate.
Mao’s essay explains the outlook of materialist
dialectics, which says that things undergo real
changes in quality, changes that produce what
never existed before. These changes are not primarily the result of external forces, but of the internal conflict, the “contradictoriness” inside
things and processes. Great social changes don’t
result mainly from geography and climate, but
from internal social forces. China was undergoing big changes when Mao wrote but the climate
was not. It was internal factors, especially class
conflict, which was driving these changes, although some external circumstances are also required. Changes in nature are also mainly the
result of internal contradictions.
Mao gave examples that make clearer the idea
that changes come from the inside. If it is kept at
the right temperature for a while, a fertilized egg
turns into a baby chicken, but “no temperature
can change a stone into a chicken.” The temperature is necessary for the chicken to develop, but
what is internal to the egg drives the process of
creating a chicken.
Mao applied this internal analysis to war: “In
battle, one army is victorious and the other is defeated, and both the victory and the defeat are determined by internal causes.” The winning side
had strength and good leadership. The losing side
was weak or had incompetent leadership.
We should note that Mao is not saying simply
that the stronger side wins. A weak army whose
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leaders understand their weaknesses does not
have to be defeated. It can retreat or use hit-andrun tactics. Mao makes a similar point about the
defeat of the communists by Chinese capitalist
forces in 1927, caused by political mistakes (“opportunism”) within the communist party. He concludes that “to lead the revolution to victory,” the
party must “depend on the correctness of its political line and the solidity of its own organization.”
The Universality of Contradiction
Mao wrote that contradiction is universal in
two ways. The first is that there are contradictions
in everything in nature and in society, and these
contradictions determine how the thing develops
and changes. The second is that opposite sides of
the contradictions in a process exist from its beginning to its end. Mao repeated arguments and
examples from Engels and Lenin to show that
contradictions are universal, unfortunately repeating Engels’ incorrect claim that motion is itself a contradiction (this mistake was discussed
in Red Flag, February 20, 2014). Mao also gave
his own examples of interconnected opposites in
war, like offense and defense or advance and retreat. This network of opposites “constitutes the
totality of war, pushes its development forward
and solves its problems.”
Mao’s discussion of the universality of contradictions is intended to introduce one of the main
topics of the essay, the “particularity of contradiction.” We will discuss this in the next column.

CRITICISM AND SUGGESTIONS

can contribute.
Mobilize the Masses for Communism establishes as one of our guiding principles: “From
each according to their commitment and capabilities, to each according to their needs.” which
is reason enough to show that there is no motive for everything to be homogenous.
In the ICWP we are all different, but we are
the same class. We have the same goal: communist revolution to abolish capitalism and with
it the wage system and class society. There is
not only one single expression. There is criticism; we are guided by practice as the measure of truth. We invite you to join us in the
struggle for Communism with the International
Communist Workers’ Party.
—Comrades in Mexico

Same Enemy, Same Fight
Steel production illustrated how overproduction puts capitalism on trial in last issue’s editorial. Since then, the crisis has spread.
According to the Swiss investment bank UBS
the world now has an annual 553 metric tons of
excess steel-production capacity. That’s
roughly the equivalent of 11,000 Montana-class
battleships.
Imagine how many medical facilities, educational centers, apartments and community centers we could build with that much steel. That’s
exactly what we’d do under communism (after
we’ve beaten the bosses’ military). The ICWP
would mobilize the masses to produce steel
(and everything else) to provide for our collective needs.
But under this capitalist system overproduction is bad news for workers. Every day it’s getting worse.
The editorial notes the threat to the South
African and Mexican steel industries. The British newspaper The Independent says one in
six UK steel workers will lose their jobs this
month. Another 1,200 will be laid off as TATA

shuts sites throughout England and Scotland.
The U.S. heartland is next. The drop in commodity prices has sent an economic chill
across a broad swath of the Midwest from the
Gulf of Mexico to the Canadian border.
West Texas oil rigs have shut down. The
drilling rigs, with their deep underground pipes,
consumed much of the steel produced at the
mammoth United States Steel plant outside of
St. Louis. The company told more than 2,000
steel workers they are likely to be laid off next
month. Miners who supply raw materials will follow.
I remember chanting “Same Enemy, Same
Fight, Workers of the World Unite” at demonstrations. Overproduction has made it clear: the
fight is to mobilize the masses for communism.
—U.S. industrial worker

